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Laden with store of gold.*2 


But the love of ornament, which is far from caring for 
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PRESENTACION 


Durante los días del 16 al 18 de enero de 1987, 
tuvo lugar en la escuela de teología "Perkins" (Perkins 
School of Theology), y bajo los auspicios del Programa 4 
México-Americano de esa institución, el primero de una | 
series de tres simposios cuyo propósito es explorar © 
nuestra realidad hispana y cristiana. Bajo el título 
general de REDESCUBRIMIENTO, estos simposios se 
dirigen hacia el año 1992, en que se cumplirán cinco 
siglos de la llegada de Colón a estas tierras. Esto se 
expresa en la convocatoria inicial del proyecto como 
sigue: 

In just six years, we shall be arriving at the 
fifth centennial of the "discovery" of the Americas 
by Columbus. The manner in which that date is 
commemorated is both a great opportunity and a 
serious concern for Hispanics in this country. It is 
an opportunity because it will be a most propitious _ 
time for Hispanics and others to reflect seriously on - 3 
our history, and therefore on our place in society. | 
It is a concern, on the other hand, because 1992 | 
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Rethinking the “Discovery” of the Americas: 
A Provisional Historico-theological Reflection 


Edwin E. Sylvest, Jr. 


The events of 1492 signify basic changes in human 
consciousness; they were not only geographical discover- 
ies, but intellectual. Even from a European perspective, 
the Vikings had already been on the continent that is 
now called North America; and the so-called Indians and 
their ancestors inhabited the mainland of both continents 
for some thirty centuries before the arrival, either of 
the Norse or of the famous Christopher Columbus. The 
discovery was more an encounter between human groups 
until then unknown to each other than the discovery of 
land unknown or unoccupied by human beings. Through 
this encounter a new sense of the world was born, and 
for the first time, all the inhabitants of the planet lived 
in the same world. 


From a Christian ecclesial perspective, the oikumene 
became coincident with the geographical limits of the 
planet. The church was extended through all the world. 
In fact, one of the basic motives of the Iberian enter- 
prise in the newly found lands was precisely the 
extension of the Christian faith and the church. The 
catholic faith was made universal by the action of 
persons as different as Columbus and Coronado, Las 
Casas and Serra. At the moment, no judgment is made 
concerning the quality of the faith planted; the fact of 
the plantation is noted. This is the fact that justifies a 
Hispanic-Christian group in thinking about the events of 
1492 and subsequent years. Many are tempted simply to 
glorify Columbus and his exploits. Recognition is due, but 
we must make a realistic assessment of the event and its 
consequences. : 


| The Church, implicated as it has been from the 
beginning in the destructiveness of conquest, still plays a 
role in the constructive. It was the Church that gave to 
the new peoples, in the process of their creation in the © 
sixteenth and successive centuries, the tools of symbols 
of faith so necessary to the construction of a worldview 
adequate to the task of constructing a proper new world. 
The Christian faith still has the opportunity and the 
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responsibility to respond and participate in the contem- 
porary processes of creation through its action and 
reflection. 


We find ourselves ambivalent participants in the 
process. We have the large problem of understanding who 
we are. In the present context we may call ourselves 
Hispanic, but we know very well that this identity is 
quite complex and difficult to define. Through our veins 
runs the blood of peninsular Spaniards, of the ancient 
Americans, of Africans, of Anglo-Saxons and other 
European groups, of Asians. Truly, we are a cosmic race! 
Without the discovery and its consequences we would not 
be who we are. Nevertheless, we feel the pain of being 
born in a situation of violence. Discovery became 
conquest and we are ourselves at once discoverers and 
discovered, conquerors and conquered! We know "the joy 
of victory and the agony of defeat"! It is a physical 
pain, but even more, a pain of the heart that we feel. 


It is no less difficult to understand ourselves 
religiously. The syncretism of our culture carries 
elements of each constitutive group. Our faith is 
expressed with autochthonous American symbols, with 
African rhythms and accents, with a European vocabula- 
ry. It may be supposed that we share a common identity 
in Christ, and ultimately we affirm it, but even in our 
Christian faith we experience difficulty in expressing that 
which we hold in common. The breach A Catholic 
and Protestant is real and deep, even after the Second 
Vatican Council. Among the Catholics historic tensions 


between the institutional church and the "church of the . 


people" are felt. Among the Protestants there is conflict 
between the fundamentalists and the historic traditions 
of the Reformation; and in terms of Hispanic identity, 
the Protestantism that predominates in the Hispanic- 
American Community is not rooted in the reforming 
movements of the Peninsula in the sixteenth century, but 
in German, English, or United States traditions. The one 
important exception is the biblical text used in most 
Hispanic Protestant churches, the beloved Reina-Valera 
version. 


Another element of ambivalence for us is the 
unequal distribution of resources and power amongst 


ourselves and between ourselves and other groups, both - 


in the Americas and in other parts of the world. We are 
Apuntes / 4 


ewe Se; 


both rich and poor, established and marginalized. From 
the beginning of the integration of the new world into a 
global system some of us have felt ourselves more a part 
of the metropolis than of the colony, a colony either 
political or economic. There is an especially problematic 
factor for us as Hispanics in the United States. Here we 
are predominantly a marginalized group, but in the 
hemispheric system we are part of the hegemonical 
power. The political-economic breach amongst us may be 
more profound than distances occasioned by heredity, 
culture, or religion. 


To speak of this complexity is not merely rhetorical 
flourish. The ambivalence we feel and the ambiguity of 
our situation manifest a set of problems rooted in the 
epoch of discovery which yet remains to be solved. This 
reflection undertakes to probe that ambivalence and to 
open for further exploration certain aspects of that 
ambiguity. Our hope is that in understanding some of the 
roots of the hemispheric problematic we might be able to 
influence the development of a new future. 


As soon as it was understood that the indigenous 
people of the new world were a people until then 
unknown to them, the Europeans began to debate their 
human status. What kind of people were they? Some, 
such as Juan Ginés de Septlveda, thought that the 
indigenous were a species less human than the Europeans 
and that Spain had the responsibility of civilizing them. 
Others, such as Bartolomé de Las Casas, thought that the 
indigenous were as human as the Europeans, but that 
they were innocent and lacking in an adequate faith, and 
that Spain had to christianize them. There were only 
shades of difference between the positions; but these 
were nuances important for the treatment of native 
peoples. The response to the question of human status 
affected not only the treatment of persons, but also the 
concept of society and the manner appropriately to 
organize and govern it. Of course, the answers to these 
questions determined the control of the economic system, 
the rights of possession and distribution of resources. ~ 
Present social structures, political, economic, ecclesial, 
and, perhaps more importantly, the attitudes that sustain 
them, are established in the answers to these and related 
questions. 


Looking. Dack=-at=—the epoch: of <discovery—and 
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conquest, one encounters a powerful stereotype that 
surely has its roots in the injustice and abuses of the 
period. Even without the obvious abuses, the strict bond, 
institutional and ideological, between the political and 
the religious carried the seeds of oppression and other 
malignant consequences. 


The stereotype of the conquest as a union of cross 
and sword is too simplistic, and, in prejudiced hands, 
results in the perpetuation of the "black legend," but it 
has its value. It indicates two dimensions of the conquest 
of the newly found lands and peoples. These dimensions 
can be distinguished, but not separated. The conquest had 
a material and a spiritual dimension that together 
represent a cultural conquest, the result of which was 
the invention of the Americas and the creation of 
Americans of whatever description. If the material 
conquest was most obvious, the spiritual was more 
insidious and profound because it touched the essence of 
the human being and challenged its original expression. 
Ironically, the most effective conquerors. were the 
persons of good will who had the greatest respect for 
the indigenous and wanted to save them. In a sense, they 
did. Nevertheless, Martin de Valencia and Bartolomé de 
Las Casas were no less conquerors than Hernan Cortés 
and Francisco Pizarro! 


Cortés and Pizarro crushed bodies and buildings; but 
Las Casas and Martin de Valencia destroyed symbol 
systems, the worldview, that sustained the personal and 
communal identity of the indigenous, of course with 
benevolent motives and more gentle methods than those 
of their armed compatriots. It may be difficult for us as 
Christians to acknowledge this, but if we do not we 
participate in the same sense of cultural superiority that 
governed the behavior of our peninsular ancestors in 
their relations with the so-called infidels. The christiani- 
zation of the indigenous was part of a destructive 
process. We recognize our own identity as sons and 
daughters of that conquest, but if we do not understand 
the real suffering and the great cost of our birth 
something important in the dynamic of our Hispanic- 
American Christian reality is lost to us. 


In truth, the Spaniards did not think to destroy, 
but to build. They believed that they had a divine 
mission to be extended throughout the world in order 
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that the world might be blessed through them. They were 
the heirs of the promise to Noah, the promise repeated 
to Abraham, actually a renewal of the blessing bestowed 
upon and Adam and Eve in the creation: "Be fruitful, 
multiply, fill the earth and conquer it" (Gen. 1:28; 9:1). 
The Franciscan missionary historian, himself a part of 
the conquest, reflected the belief common among 
Spaniards that Tubal, son of Japheth, son of Noah, was 
the first Spaniard, that the presence of the Spaniards in 
the "new world" was the realization of the blessing given 
to Japheth: "May God extend Japheth . . ." (Gen. 9:27). 


Gerónimo de Mendieta, also writing in the sixteenth 
‘century, affirmed in his Historia eclesiastica indiana that 
"God chose Columbus as the means and instrument to 
begin the discovery and the opening of the way to this 
¡new world, where he wished to be manifest and made 
‘known to such a multitude of souls who did not know 
him" (p. 15). Moreover, Mendieta declared that the 
conqueror Hernan Cortés was a new Moses who liberated 


the Indians from their enslavement to satanic powers. Of’ 


‘special interest to Protestants may be his statement that 

¡one ought to ponder: 
how without any doubt God signally chose this 
valorous captain Don Fernando Cortés as the 
instrument by whose means to open the door and to 
make way for the preachers of his Gospel in this 
new world, where the Catholic Church is restored 
and compensated by the conversion of many souls 
for the loss and great damage that the accursed 
Luther had caused at the same time in ancient 
Christendom (p. 174). 


Mendieta speaks of the providential role played by 
¡Malinche in the development of the mission: "and 
yentering into the interior of the country, he was 
ssubduing it, partly by the counsel of his own prudence 
sand persuasiveness, attracting some to peace by the 
‘tongue of Marina or Malinche, a captive indian woman 
‘that God provided him. . ." (p. 174). The mother of the 


¡God as an instrument of conquest! The completion of the 
¡divine Spanish mission depended upon the violation of 
‘the indigenous woman! It isn't difficult to understand the 
love-hate attitude many Mexicans hold toward Malinche 
‘and how in the Mexican Catholic tradition the Virgin of 
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‘Mexicans, the violated woman, was given to Cortés by 


Pepeyac, Our Lady of Guadalupe, replaces her as Mother 
of the Mexicans. 


The conviction that Spain was chosen to realize the 
divine mission of extending her faith and institutions to 
the new world was the foundation upon which was 
erected the edifice of legal and theological justifications 
for the conquest and the establishment of the dominion 
of the Spanish crown in the Americas. The papacy and 
the outstanding moral theologians of the day all ulti- 
mately appealed to divine authorization for the enter- 
prise. The crude arguments of Henry of Susa were 
eventually supplanted by the sophistication of Francisco 
de Vitoria, but the consequence was the same. Spanish 
sovereigns had the responsibility and the right to extend 
the Christian faith and they had a legitimate claim to 
the resources necessary for the task. 


In this context Las Casas and Sepúlveda debated the 
human status of the indigenous and the methods ap- 
propriate for their treatment and incorporation into the 
realm. Indian slavery was abolished, tragically replaced 
with the enslavement of Africans; the encomienda was 
established to protect the indigenous, then abolished and 
re-established. New Laws were promulgated by the crown. 
The monarchs were obliged to protect the indigenous 
from abuse, but the indigenous, as faithful subjects, were 
obligated to pay tribute and to render service. For the 
well-being of the realm they could be expected to work — 
for those in whose care they had been entrusted and in 
compensation for that care. Bishops like Zumárraga in 
Mexico were assigned the specific responsibility of 
protecting the indigenous; religious had the task of — 
evangelization by pacific means. 


These were serious and impressive debates; in them 
was laid the foundation for international law as it now 
exists; the human nature of indigenous peoples was- 
acknowledged; appropriate methods of evangelization were © 
articulated. Methods for the management of and distribu- | 
tion of resources were established, all according to law 
and the best Christian insight. This point must be 


understood if we are to appreciate the tragic dimension 
of the undertaking. 


The key point is that our Hispanic ancestors were 
people of intelligence, honor, and profound faith. 
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Notwithstanding the presence of rogues like Nufio de 
Guzman, Francisco Pizarro, and others, perhaps even 
Columbus and Cortés, they tried to do the best they 
knew. Undoubtedly they were affected by avarice, lust, 
and pride because they were human beings. Like us they 
shared the common human ailment, sin! It is important to 
underscore this point. There is a tragic dimension to the 
Discovery. In the effort to build, they destroyed! Let us 
conquer our own anger and shame over this aspect of 
our inheritance so that we might learn from it. These 
persons are fathers to many of us. Speaking theologi- 
cally, and psychologically, our health depends upon the 
ability to forgive them in order to affirm what we have 
received from them. 


We have noted the tragedy of an ecclesiastical 
mission that, in the effort to protect them, made the 
indigenous subjects of an oppressive system that chal- 
lenged their human dignity, whether in the name of 
humanity, in the case of Septlveda, or in the name of 
Christ, in the case of Las Casas, Martin de Valencia, 
Massenet, and many others. The Christian faith and the 
American church were born in tragic circumstances. This 
is an inescapable reality of our own situation. The "non- 
person," the "sub-human being," that concerns Gustavo 
Gutiérrez originates in the missionary efforts of the 
church as well as in the tributary labor of the mines, of 
the encomiendas, or of whatever place in the colonial 
system. 


Even after Independence the situation changed little 
for most American peoples. The creole elites, some of 
whom are also ancestors to some of us, would not permit 
a genuine revolution in which might have been construc- 
ted a new social order. Padre Hidalgo, for example, hero 
of the Mexican independence, was excommunicated and 
executed. Those who held power wanted to extend it, not 
share it. The holders of wealth wanted to protect it, not 
redistribute it. Racism and self-interest compromised the 
revolutionary ideal of Bolivar. 


internal elites, many of whom believed their interests 
were better served by cooperating with external powers 
than in national development, fell under a new British- 
United States economic and military imperialism. Our 
ancestors in the present United States, already as closely 
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The new Latin American republics, now governed by 


tied to the U.S. economy as to the Mexican, were soon 
conquered militarily by the armed forces of this nation. 
Once again a doctrine of "manifest destiny" impacted our 
history. For the indigenous the change represented little 
more than a change of oppressor; for Hispanics, whether 
mestizo or of pure blood, it was to receive what they 
had given, though the majority of these Hispanics had 
really never enjoyed the fruits of power. Already 
marginalized peoples were now doubly or triply margina- 
ted. 


Once more, the Church had an unfortunate role in 
the process. Both the Roman Catholic and the Protestant 
churches began the self-appointed task of "americanizing" 
Hispanics. With good intentions, as in the case of the 
Spaniards in the epoch of discovery, missionaries of 
United States churches worked hard to extend to the 
new citizens the benefits of the system. Again, in the 
name of the Gospel, the dignity of a people was denied. 


Although a few Protestant missionaries began to 
work amongst Mexicans before the war, the major work 
did not occur until after the defeat of Mexico and the 
1848 Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo. But even the earlier 
missionaries, although genuinely concerned for human 
welfare, found it difficult to accept and to serve 
Hispanics within their own cultural context without 
trying to refashion them according to the models of 
United States evangelical piety, whether of the Bible-belt 
or of the Mid-western variety. 


The situation was similar in the case of Puerto Rico 
and Cuba, who remained in Spanish hands until 1898. In 
Cube especially, with the interest of many of the liberal 


elites in the United States system, a small Protestant | 


presence, mainly British Anglican, was felt during the 
nineteenth century, but missionary effort was not 
significant until after the "liberation" of the islands. 


Hispanic Protestants once again find themselves in | 


an ambivalent situation. Without doubt, many aspects of 


our lives improved, especially for us in the United — 
States. Protestant churches constructed schools, hospitals, — 


community centers, and provided social services where 
they were lacking. They provided a ministry of the — 


church in areas where, for whatever reason, the Roman 
Catholic Church could not. Many needed and eagerly 
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received what was offered; many genuinely benefitted. 
But there was also loss. The Protestant missionary effort 
was often characterized as much by its anti-Catholic, 
anti-mestizo prejudice as by its affirmations, either of 
faith or of persons. Many of us appropriated those 
negative attitudes along with the ministries that were 
offered. We internalized prejudice and depreciated our 
own traditions, those that sustained us, as well as those 
that, perhaps, needed to be rejected as perversions of 
the best of our heritage. Our language and culture were 
regarded as inferior. We were given access to the new 
system, but as second class citizens who were adjudged 
incompetent to lead or to control our own institutions. 


It is only fair to note that the situation of Hispanic 
Catholics in the United States, until very recently, was 
almost the same. They also had to accommodate them- 
selves to an alien system. They received foreign priests, 
were provided little opportunity to attend seminary or to 
participate in the leadership of their own church. In this 
sense Protestants had some advantage since they placed 
stress on the role of the laity and also developed a 
group of Hispanic pastors, notwithstanding their sub- 
ordinate status and generally inferior opportunity for 
theological education. 


From this more or less contemporary experience we 
might learn something that will facilitate our understand- 
ing of our indigenous ancestors in the sixteenth century. 
Many of them initially greeted the Spaniards with some 
enthusiasm. Even as it became clear that the fair-skinned 
Europeans were not gods, but mortals, for many,espe- 
cially in Meso-America, the power of Spanish technology 
presented an opportunity to escape subjugation to Aztec 
imperialism. Many of the marginated of that system felt 
affirmed by the earliest of the mendicant missionaries 
whose rude life-style was so similar to their own. Indeed, 
some indigenous, the Tlaxcaltecans, became allies of the 
conquerors and participated in their territorial expansion 

into present-day New Mexico. For most, however, initial 
welcome gave way to resentment and resistance as it 
became clear that the only place for the Crown's latest 
subjects was subordinate and servile. What they were 
taught of European culture served to make them amen- 
able and useful to a system whose values and objective 
were not theirs. Even the once powerful Aztecs, lost 
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control of their destiny! 

But human culture and human beings are very 
resilient. They may bend under pressure, but they are 
not easily broken. The conquerors destroyed much of the 
ancient American culture, killed many people, violated 
many women; the missionaries, spiritual conquerors, 
baptized many, taught them the catechism, suppressed 
many rites and native practices, threw out witchcraft, 
etc.; but, even in the twentieth century, there remains a 
residue of the original. From that residue, and from what 
the conquerors, of whatever description, brought, the 
people constructed new symbol systems, new personal and 
cultural identities. Likewise for the Europeans; they also 
began to construct new identities from the same elem- 
ents. 


Just as new biological identities are formed in the 
encounter, whether violent or pacific, of antecedent 
human groups, so, also, are new cultures formed. This is 
the ancient process of mestizaje that actually charac- 
terizes human evolution throughout its history. We are 
very early in the formation of a new American cultural 
and biological mestizaje. We don't see the end of the 
process, but in the flesh and cultures of Hispanic- 
Americans emerges a new humanity that embraces all the 
ancient races, a humanity that is perfected, not by 
exclusion, by decrees of limpieza de sangre, but by 


inclusion. ; 


But even at the dawn of a new epoch the problem- 
atic of discovery remains to be resolved. In truth, 
through the search for solutions the road that will carry 
us to the land of promise is created. Discovery is not 
over, but continues in the encounter of the "other" that 
always walks with us. In 1492 to discovery was between 
European and American indigenous, now it is much more 
complex, but still the same questions are raised in the 


process. What is the nature of the "other"? Is the 


"other" divine or human, human or sub-human? 


What are the rules that govern the encounter? Who 
has the right to be or to remain in what land, under 
what conditions? To whom belong the natural resources? 
Who has the authority to decide these things? 


This is a heavy and difficult agenda. It is dealt 


with in the streets of Dallas, in the forests of Nicaragua, | 
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in the fields of California, in the frontier between 
wealth and poverty wherever it exists. We find ourselves 
still to be conquerors and conquered. We are the actors 
in this history, from the perspective of our Christian 
faith, co-participants with the Creator in the effort to 
perfect creation. 


Through the Church we share the sacrament of 
human possibility. In the broken Body of Christ is the 
real hope of a resurrected body that lives and acts in 
the present and in whatever future there may be. 


Resurrection signifies a new human existence in 
which discovery results not in conquest, but in comple- 
tion. This possibility is promised to us. In Christ we are 
still the heirs of Noah, Japheth, and Abraham. We cannot 
change the past. We can receive the past as the gift of 
God and of all our ancestors. With the wealth of 
possibility the past brings we can trace the route toward 
the fulfillment of the Creation and the discovery of a 
New World where the love and justice of God reigns 
within the whole human family --a new world inhabited 
by a new humanity. 


Resumen 

El "Descubrimiento" fue en realidad el encuentro 
entre dos culturas, y ese encuentro fue una profunda 
tragedia. Lo sucedido, que fue una gran injusticia, fue sin 
embargo la obra de personajes en su mayor parte bien 
intencionados y sinceros. La historia del descubrimiento y 
la conquista, precisamente por ser esa gran tragedia de 
prejuicios e injusticia, puede servir de paradigma para 
entender tanto la ambivalencia en que vive el pueblo 
hispano hasta el presente, como los encuentros que 
tienen lugar ahora, y en los cuales se siguen determi- 
nando cuestiones de justicia fundamental tales como el 
derecho a la tierra, el uso de los recursos naturales, etc. 
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Respuesta: La cristianizacion de América: 
Reflexión y desafío 


Luis N. Rivera-Pagán 


P. ser éste el primero de tres simposios dedicados a 
reflexionar críticamente, desde nuestra perspectiva 
cristiana hispanoamericana, sobre el significado de la 
conquista y colonización españolas del hemisferio 
americano, su carácter debe ser problemático y programá- 
tico. Debemos identificar los problemas principales que 
surgen de este extraordinario evento histórico y progra- 
mar su discusión para los próximos cinco años, culmi- 
nando en el simposio de 1992. 


Esta discusión no es académica. Tiene que respetar 
rigurosamente los más estrictos cánones de la historio- 
grafía científica. Pero surge de la matriz de nuestra 
identidad cultural. Somos cristianos hispanoamericanos. 
Esa identidad, que es simultáneamente origen, reto y 
destino, procede de lo acontecido en el Nuevo Mundo 
desde las postrimerías del décimoquinto siglo hasta las 
del décimosexto. Se trata de buscar las raíces de nuestro 
ser histórico, en el contexto de la preocupación sobre su 
futuro. 


¿Cuál es la naturaleza de lo que se inicia en 1492 
en América? ¿Se trata de un descubrimiento? Ciertamen- 
te, pero lo ocurrido va más allá. ¿Es un encuéntro entre 
diferentes grupos humanos? Sí inicialmente, pero pronto 
se convierte en relación entre dominadores y dominados. 
¿Es una conquista? Indiscutiblemente, pero eso no 
resuelve la cuestión básica de sus fines. ¿Es una coloni- 
zación, que transfiere al Nuevo Mundo pobladores 
españoles y explota sus riquezas naturales en beneficio de 
la metrópoli? También, y un índice es el traslado a 
Europa, durante el siglo XVI, de diez veces más plata y 
cinco veces más oro que lo que hasta entonces había 
almacenado en el viejo continente. Pero no todos los 
participantes habrían aceptado esto como el objetivo 
principal. ¿Es la cristianización de nuevas tierras y 
poblaciones? Esta es la principal justificación legal y 
teológica esgrimida por la corona española. Esto provoca 
candentes cuestionamientos sobre la legitimidad de una 
cristianización impuesta por una expansión imperial que 
implicó la muerte de buena parte de la población a 
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convertir. Este debate mezcla, como era de esperarse, el 
juicio histórico con el moral. 


Pocos eventos en la historia de la cristiandad son 
tan importantes como la cristianización de América. De 
las bulas del papa Alejandro VI (1493), el Testamento de 
la reina Isabel (1504), el Requerimiento (1513), las Leyes 
Nuevas (1542) y el debate en Valladolid (1550-51) surge 
la cristianización como finalidad justificadora de la 
conquista. Aún el ambicioso Cortés admite que este es el 
propósito principal de la conquista de México. ¿Es 
aceptable la validez de una cristianización imperial, 
lograda gracias a la mayor fortaleza en la tecnología 
militar? La interrogante se planteó incontables veces 
durante todo el siglo XVI por teólogos y juristas 
españoles, para no mencionar a los nativos americanos, 
de cuyos más angustiosos cuestionamientos tenemos pocos 
datos historiografiables. 


La cristianización de América tiene lugar al final de 
la Reconquista española, un largo período de guerra santa 
contra el Islam, y al inicio de la escisión del cristianismo 
en Europa Occidental. Esto marcó profundamente su 
carácter: Una cristiandad católica hispana, furiosamente 
antagónica a los "infieles" y restrictiva respecto a 
posibilidades alternas de interpretar la fe (incluso 
Bartolomé de Las Casas pidió el funcionamiento de la 
Inquisición en el Nuevo Mundo). 


Lo cual, sin embargo, no acalló preguntas acuciantes 
que debemos retomar. ¿Son los indios plenamente 
humanos o, como los describiera Sepúlveda, homúnculos 
(hombrecillos)? ¿Son por naturaleza libres o siervos? 
¿Son salvajes o idólatras viciosos? ¿Tienen cultura o son 
incivilizados? ¿Tienen o no derecho a la soberanía sobre 
sus tierras y posesiones? ¿Debe predicárseles la fe 
cristiana pacíficamente, respetando su derecho a recha- 
zarla, o debe imponérseles, compeliéndolos al bautismo? 
¿Precede la conversión a la colonización, o la coloniza- 
ción a la conversión? ¿Son justas, y sobre qué títulos, 
las guerras contra las naciones indígenas que no acepten 
la soberanía temporal y espiritual de España? ¿Pueden los 
colonos obligar a los indios a trabajar en la extracción 
de riquezas minerales, o son libres para continuar sus 
modos de producción tradicionales? 


Mientras los debates teóricos tenían lugar, el 
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quebrantamiento de las antiguas culturas indigenas y el 
aniquilamiento de los pobladores autóctonos procedia 
irreversiblemente. Un escritor latinoamericano lo ha 
descrito como "el genocidio más catastrófico que conoce 
la historia de la humanidad". De acuerdo a ciertas 
fuentes, la población indígena en México se redujo de 
16,871,408 en. 1532, a 1,372,338: en1595 En stenminos 
absolutos y proporcionales, esto conlleva una mortandad 
mayor que el holocausto judío en manos nazis. 


Tanto los debates teológicos y jurídicos sobre la 
justicia en la conquista, con sus cristalizaciones en leyes 
y decretos, como la práctica real de los conquistadores 
en la guerra y trato de los indios, requieren escrupuloso 
análisis. 

La relación entre la cruz y la espada es común 
estereotipo. Lo que no niega su problematicidad ni 
complejidad. La espada (superioridad en tecnología 
militar) determina el desenlace del proceso. La cruz 
representa el objetivo final que los protagonistas 
hispanos aceptan, al menos en la teoría jurídica y 
teológica. Sin embargo, la espada tiene también finalidad 
religiosa y espiritual, mientras la cruz posee carácter 
político y temporal (es significativo que antes de 
Sepúlveda escribir su apología de las guerras españolas 
contra los indios, Democrates secundus, había redactado 
un tratado defendiendo teológicamente, contra el 
pacifismo de algunos reformadores, la guerra domo posible 
acción justa para los cristianos, bajo el título de 
Democrates primus). Por otro lado, la lucha entre la cruz 
(frailes y eclesiásticos defensores de los indios) y la 
espada (conquistadores y colonos) constituye uno de los 
capítulos más interesantes en la larga y laberíntica 
relación entre la iglesia y el estado, el poder espiritual y 
el terrenal. Su estudio es importante para entender lo 
iniciado en 1492, pero también para alertarnos ante los 
dilemas actuales y futuros de los vínculos entre la espada 


(ahora más bien las armas de inmensa destrucción masiva) 
y la cruz. 


La conquista de América es uno de los eventos más 
significativos en la historia de la humanidad. Es la. 
génesis del sistema colonial moderno. Hasta fines del 
siglo quince, Europa era una cultura provincial entre 
otras. Con el dominio del Nuevo Mundo, se inicia la 
hegemonía europea mundial, el sistema imperial que, 
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pasando por varias fases, caracterizaria la historia 
universal hasta su derrumbe tras la Segunda Guerra 
Mundial. El colonialismo europeo moderno se inicia el 12 
de octubre de 1492; la lucha contra él, el momento en 
que el primer nativo americano rebelde se levanta en 
armas, en defensa de sus tierras y su cultura. 


Es también el inicio del sistema moderno de 
esclavitud. Sus características distintivas, en distinción a 
la esclavitud clásica, son significativas: (1) Se particula- 
riza racialmente al sujeto esclavo. Tras la inicial 
servidumbre de los indígenas, se les reconoce como 
vasallos libres. Y comienza el mercado esclavista de 
negros africanos. Desde entonces la esclavitud se une a 
la negritud en larga historia de opresión y resistencia. 
(2) La esclavitud asume en América una justificación 
ideológica nueva y paradójica: civilización y cristianiza- 
ción del africano. Esto, naturalmente, en tratados de 
intelectuales europeos, blancos y cristianos. (3) El número 
de esclavos aumenta dramáticamente. Las estadísticas de 
este mercado literalmente negro son impresionantes. 
Entre 1701 y 1810, se introdujeron en Barbados 252,500 
esclavos africanos; en Jamaica, 662,400. Esto configuró 
decisivamente la historia de algunas partes de América, 
como el Caribe y el Sur de los Estados Unidos. (4) Se 
intensifica la explotación del trabajo esclavo. Hay un 
mundo de diferencia entre el trabajo esclavo doméstico 
clásico y el afroamericano en las plantaciones cañeras o 
en las extracciones mineras. Mientras la esclavitud clásica 
mantenía en funcionamiento un modo de producción 
tradicional, la negra americana sienta las bases de 
acumulación necesarias para uno nuevo, montado sobre 
una relación distinta de trabajo: el capitalismo. 


Estos fenómenos, los sistemas modernos de coloniaje 
y esclavitud, y sus relaciones con el surgimiento del 
sistema capitalista, están ligados con el dominio de 
Europa sobre América en el siglo XVI y exigen atención 
rigurosa y reflexión profunda. Tienen que ver con nuestra 
historia, nuestro presente y nuestro futuro. 


Es importante analizar el uso (y abuso) de la Biblia 
durante el siglo XVI. Hubo pasajes escriturarios citados 
para justificar la conquista, las guerras y la conversión 
forzada. Son múltiples las referencias al código deutero- 
nómico de las guerras santas de Israel en la ocupación de 
Canaán. Lucas 14:23 se utilizó spate validar el bautismo 
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compulsorio. Los textos proféticos contra la idolatria, 
incluyendo la ejecución de sacerdotes baalistas por Elías, 
se usaron en la erradicación de las religiones indígenas. 
Por otro lado, los frailes y eclesiásticos defensores de los 
indios también se apoyaban en las escrituras. Conocida es 
la base bíblica de la "conversión" del hasta entonces 
encomendero Las Casas: Eclesiástico 34:18-22. El Testa- 
mento (1564) de Las Casas sigue conscientemente el estilo 
de los textos proféticos. 


Debemos explorar la relación entre estos eventos y 
la teología de la liberación. Enrique Dussel ha afirmado 
que la "conversión profética" de Las Casas "podría 
considerarse como el nacimiento de la teología de la 
liberación latinoamericana". Gustavo Gutiérrez ha escrito 
un bello ensayo, "En busca de los pobres de Jesucristo: 
Evangelización y teología en el siglo XVI", donde, tras 
analizar provocadoramente las ideas teológicas liberadoras 
de los clérigos defensores de los derechos de los indios 
en el siglo XVI, encuentra una analogía entre entonces y 
ahora: "La contradicción que existe entre la situación del 
pobre en América Latina y la voluntad de justicia y de 
amor del Padre". 


Para esto, habría que estudiar lo profético en los 
debates del siglo XVI. Son muchísimos los materiales-- 
homilías, memoriales, tratados, historias, cartas-- a 
explorarse, con el doble propósito de entender lo 
profético en el siglo XVI y meditar sobre sus perennes 
desafíos. ¿Cabe duda alguna sobre la pertinencia histórica 
y contemporánea, teológica y política, de la homilía del 
fraile dominico Antonio de Montesinos en 1511 (Lewis 


Hanke la ha llamado "el primer clamor por la justicia en 
América")? 


Todos estáis en pecado mortal ... por la crueldad y 
tiranía que usáis con estas inocentes gentes. Decid, 
¿Con qué derecho y con qué justicia tenéis en tan 
cruel y horrible servidumbre a estos indios? ¿Con 
qué autoridad habéis hecho tan detestables guerras a 
estas gentes...? ¿Cómo los tenéis tan opresos ... que 
de los excesivos trabajos que les dais ... los matáis 
para sacar y adquirir oro cada día? ... Estos, ¿no 
son hombres? ¿No tienen ánimas racionales? ¿No 
sois obligados a amarlos como a vosotros mismos? ... 
Tened por cierto que, en el estado en que estáis, no 
os podéis más salvar que los moros o LUPCOSsa. 
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¿Voz que clama en el desierto? Quizás. Pero esa 
mañana dominical se encontraba en el auditorio un 
encomendero, insensible como otros a la suerte de los 
indios, que por primera vez se enfrentaba al reto moral 
de la conquista en la cual era protagonista: Bartolomé de 
Las Casas. Dedicaría más de medio siglo a la defensa del 
reconocimiento de la plena humanidad, dignidad y libertad 
de los pobladores nativos de las Américas. 

En nuestro contexto geopolítico, es pertinente 
recordar el primer gran mártir eclesiástico en territorio 
americano: Antonio de Valdivieso, obispo de Nicaragua, 
asesinado en 1550 por su prédica a favor de los indíge- 
nas. Más de cuatro centurias después, el asesinato de 
Oscar Arnulfo Romero, arzobispo de San Salvador, 
defensor del derecho a la vida de los pobres centroame- 
ricanos, demuestra la trágica persistencia de la contradic- 
ción entre la violencia de los poderosos y el sufrimiento 
de los oprimidos. Más aún, la posibilidad desafiante del 
martirio cristiano. 


Summary 


The "Discovery" can be understood in various ways: 
as a discovery, as an encounter, as a conquest, as a 
colonization, and as a process of Christianization. All of 
these are partial views of the entire event. In any case, 
what is most important is to realize how the justification 
of Christianizing the Americas brought about the modern 
colonial system, the modern system of slavery, and their 
outcome, modern capitalism. In that context, it is also 
important to study the manner in which Scripture was 
used, both to support the process itself, and to critique 
it. In the end, we shall find surprising parallelisms 
between events four centuries past and the challenge of 
present events. 
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Respuesta: Repensando el Descubrimiento 
Jorge A. González 


Bien está que comencemos esta "respuesta" con 
palabras de agradecimiento a Ed Sylvest por su 
estimulante trabajo, y al Comité Coordinador por la 
invitación que me extendieron para que presentase una 
respuesta a esta ponencia. Difícil tarea ésta, dada la 
magnitud de los temas tratados, que se nos torna 
imposible, dado el corto plazo de que disponemos. 


Este simposio es el primero de una serie con la que 
celebramos el Quinto Centenario del Descubrimiento. Si 
acaso alguno piensa que andamos adelantados con nuestra 
celebración, permítame decirle que cuando estuve en 
España en 1982 ya se estaban haciendo allí los 
preparativos para la celebración del Descubrimiento. Pero 
vamos al tema. 


Ed—Syivest—nos: recuerda quesc0n +98 
acontecimientos del 1492 (tuvieron lugar) ... cambios 
básicos en la mentalidad humana." Y define esos cambios 
diciendo que "por primera vez todos los habitantes del 
planeta vivían en el mismo mundo." A lo que cabe 
preguntarse, ¿qué es "vivir en el mismo mundo"? 
Posiblemente la humanidad no ha vivido eh un mismo 
mundo desde el Paleolítico, si es que lo hizo entonces. 
La visión de "un mismo mundo" es una esperanza 
escatológica (y no me refiero a la escatología en el 
sentido confesional cristiano) que solamente adumbran 
unos pocos. La mayoría proclama la unidad de la raza 
humana, pero realmente lo que hacen es imponer su 
propia visión parroquial sobre el resto de la humanidad. 


Es que siempre, y en todas partes, el ser humano - 


impone su cosmovisión sobre el mundo y lo juzga todo, 
necesariamente, según su propia mitología. Cuando el 
conquistador llegó a la América reconoció en el indígena 
a las Tribus Perdidas de Israel; al tiempo que las 
naciones de Mesoamérica se llenaron de júbilo por el 
regreso de Quetzalcoatl. Y si tales fantasías nos hacen 
sonreír, recordemos que nuestras propias mitologías, 


nuestras maneras de ver las cosas, coloreadas como están — 
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por nuestras experiencias y nuestras ideologias, son 
causantes de la misma incomprensión en el mundo de hoy. 


No. En mi opinión el descubrimiento, lejos de crear 
"un mismo mundo", aumentó en progresión geométrica la 
complejidad de la situación forzándonos a encontrarnos 
con otros mundos sin llegar nunca a entenderlos. 


Pero pasemos a otro punto. Desafortunadamente Ed 
Sylvest está en lo cierto cuando nos dice que "el 
protestantismo que predomina en la comunidad 
hispanoamericana no se radica en los movimientos 
reformistas de la Península del siglo décimosexto." Esta 
es una situación que nos toca reparar a nosotros, los 
hispanoamericanos protestantes. Después de todo, 
recordemos que la versión Reina-Valera, mencionada en la 
ponencia, fue rescatada del olvido apenas hace un siglo, 
y ha venido a jugar un papel de gran importancia en 
nuestra historia. Nuestros seminarios y nuestras iglesias 
deben fomentar el conocimiento de aquellos españoles que 
nos precedieron en la fe para reclamarlos como nuestros. 
Tenemos el mismo derecho a hacerlo, de hecho el mismo, 
deber de hacerlo, que tiene la Iglesia Cristiana a 
reclamar a los patriarcas de Israel como antepasados en 
la fe, o que tenemos los protestantes a reclamar a San 
Agustín o a San Francisco como parte de nuestra 
historia. 


Vamos a otro punto. En la ponencia se habla de lo 
insidioso de la conquista espiritual del Nuevo Mundo, y 
de cómo "la cristianización de los indígenas fue parte de 
un proceso destructivo." ¿Pero no es el caso que lo 
mismo ha ocurrido a lo largo de la historia donde quiera 
que ha llegado la Iglesia con su labor misionera? El 
cristianismo no es religión indígena de las Islas 
Británicas, por ejemplo, como no lo es de España. Antes 
de la cristianización de las Islas Británicas había en 
aquellas tierras pictos, escotos y otros pueblos indígenas. 
Tenían ellos su cultura, su religión, sus propias 
tradiciones que fueron aplastadas por la "cristianización" 
de aquellas tierras. ¿Fue aquello un "proceso 


destructivo"? ¿Hemos de condenar el nacimiento del _ 


cristianismo anglosajón? O, para hacer una pregunta aún 
más fundamental, ¿puede una cosmovisión absoluta, como 
lo es el cristianismo, enfrentarse a otra cosmovisión 
absoluta sin que haya una confrontación entre ambos 
mundos y, con toda probabilidad, la destrucción de uno 
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de ellos? 


Es de suma importancia que, al hacer nuestro 
análisis crítico de las situaciones del pasado, lo hagamos 
más para aprender de ellas que para erigirnos en jueces 
sobre sus errores. No hay época, no hay situación 
humana, que no haya sufrido miopía del espíritu; esa 
incapacidad de ver los errores que uno mismo comete. 
Pero nuestra generación, más que ninguna otra que nos 
ha precedido, es capaz del autoexamen, del análisis de sí 
misma. Aprendamos entonces de este pasado para modelar 
nuestro presente ayudándonos a reconocer dónde 
imponemos nuestros cánones a personas o situaciones que 
no comparten ni nuestra experiencia ni nuestra ideología. 


Permitaseme concluir estas reflexiones con una 
observación personal. Ed Sylvest se refiere a las "élites 
liberales" que había en Cuba en el siglo diecinueve. Yo 
me pregunto, ¿dónde estaban esas "élites liberales" en la 
Cuba que yo conocí? Nuestra experiencia como 
protestantes en Cuba, antes del Segundo Concilio 
Vaticano, era la de un grupo marginalizado, discriminado, 
radicado en la masa pobre del pueblo, y rechazado por la 
sociedad mayoritaria. Las nuevas corrientes de diálogo 
entre católicorromanos y protestantes que se han iniciado 
en los últimos años con frecuencia encuentran una 
reacción negativa por parte del pueblo evangélico. Aunque 
tal cosa no tiene justificación, al menos tiene explicación 
en las experiencias pasadas. É 


Summary 


While agreeing with Sylvest, there are some items 
that need to be noted. First of all, the notion of "a 
single world" has to be clarified. Is it true that we all 
live in a single world? Or do we live in a multiplicity of 
worlds infinitely more complex precisely because of the 
"discovery"? Also, it is necessary to point out that the 
"spiritual conquest" of other areas (such as the British 
Isles) has also resulted in the destruction of an ancient 
culture, and that therefore the Iberian experience and 
practice in the Americas is not unique. Finally, the 
respondent questions the existence and role in Cuba of — 
the "liberal elites" to which Dr. Sylvest refers. 
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can be the occasion for a great deal of thoughtless 
celebration, with no concern for the justice issues 
that are represented by the entire process of 
conquest and colonization that began on that date, 
and whose consequences we are still living. 


El simposio se organizó alrededor de tres temas: una 
relectura de nuestra historia, un redescubrimiento de 
nuestra misión, y el desarrollo de una pastoral adecuada 
a nuestra situación. En este número de Apuntes publica- 
mos la ponencia principal sobre el primero de estos 
temas, y dos respuestas. La ponencia es del Dr. Edwin 
Sylvest, Profesor de Perkins. Las respuestas son del Dr. 
Luis N. Rivera-Pagán, de la Universidad de Puerto Rico, 
y el Dr. Jorge A. González, de Berry College, en Georgia. 


El diálogo ha de continuar. Por esa razón invitamos 
a aquellos de nuestros lectores que asi lo deseen a’ 
enviarnos trabajos sobre los temas que aquí se discuten. 
En particular, sobre el tema histórico, los participantes 
del primer simposio indicaron la necesidad de continuar 
explorando tres dimensiones de nuestra realidad: la 
indígena, la negra, y la femenina. Sobre cada una de 
estas dimensiones, nos interesa particularmente explorar 
la relación entre las injusticias pasadas y las situaciones 
presentes. 


También esperamos ampliar el diálogo, envolviendo 
en él a congregaciones y otros grupos hispanos que se 
interesen. Nuestra esperanza es que el próximo simposio, 
que ha de tener lugar en 1989, le preste especial 
atención al resultado de las reflexiones de tales grupos. 
Los detalles acerca del modo en que tal diálogo se 
conducirá están siendo elaborados al presente. Empero, 
quienes deseen más información pueden dirigirse al Dr. 
Roy D. Barton, Perkins School of Theology, Southern 
Methodist University, Dallas, TX 75275. 
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